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Abstract 
The family is a sociocultural, economic and ideological institution which is both essential and irreplaceable.  It is a basic part of 
our social fabric and a key element in man’s personal development.  In recent years, the sociological context of the EU has 
changed. Parental and working roles have to be made compatible and the boundary of educational responsibilities between family 
and school should be clearly delimited. Society pressurises parents into “parking” their children in pre-school educational centres 
while they are at work.  But to what extent can the “all-powerful” state encroach on the educational space of the family? 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The family is a sociocultural, economic and ideological institution that is both essential and irreplaceable.  It 
forms  the  basis  of  our  social  fabric  and  is  a  key  factor  in  human  personal  development.  The  family  is  not  an  
eternally immutable category in time and space, but an institution created by individuals who belong to a society.  It 
is sensitive to the pressures of the physical, economic and social environment in which it develops.  Its adaptation to 
the surrounding reality makes it a process in constant flux.   Movements in favour of greater liberation for women 
are  the  tip  of  the  iceberg  of  an  unfinished  process  which,  as  our  future  unfolds,  will  lead  us  in  directions  as  yet  
unforeseen.  The legislative and social changes over the last few decades in favour of greater equality between 
spouses, brings to mind the sociologist Emile Durkheim’s remark: “In itself conjugal society is harmful to the woman 
and aggravates her tendency to suicide” (Durkheim: 1960). 
Greater sex equality, new approaches to the economy, the importance given to the feelings of family members, 
women going out to work, social pressures, family planning, the imponderables of housing and commuting to work, 
etc. are obliging countless couples to take certain decisions that do not square with their ideals.  Harmonizing the 
relationship between family structure and work seems to us to be an unavoidable aspiration that will become a 
reality in the near future.  However, ongoing changes in the role of the wife, both within the legal context and in 
their access to the labour market, implies arriving at certain decisions that still do not enjoy a general consensus.  Let 
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us not forget, that some social movements, such as Islamic fundamentalism, advocate that tasks should be 
differentiated according to sex, and therefore, education for girls and boys should be different. 
The functional adaptability of the family enables it to become a key factor in the survival of the human species; 
either genetically or through education, as the knowledge acquired by each generation is transmitted to the following 
one.  Some prophets of doom have been predicting its early demise, basing their arguments on the current crisis in 
values, the loss of family stability, and disruption to some of the assumptions justifying its functions.  But, far from 
that moment arriving, the family is sufficiently adaptable to enable it to create the necessary mechanisms to evolve 
with the times, overcoming the inevitable malfunctions that may temporarily beset it.  The frenetic string of changes 
that society is caught up in is giving rise to a situation where the family institution takes on the dynamic of “crisis 
management”.  This process, instead of placing it in a delicate state of equilibrium, is providing it with greater 
flexibility and strength. 
There is no question about the changes that have been taking place in recent decades in the socioeducational reality of the 
member countries of the European Union.  The fact that separations increased by 325% between 1995–2006; that one in four 
households consists of only one person, meaning that more than 55 million people live alone; that two out of three households 
have no children, and that women are entering the labour market en masse, and so on, are more than significant data (Instituto de 
Política Familiar: 2008). 
Paid work is still the main source of financial security for families.  In Europe, families were traditionally 
structured according to a dual division of labour.  Generally, the place of men used to be the productive area, via 
paid work that enabled them to support their families; women generally focused on the reproductive aspect, looked 
after and fed their families and carried out domestic chores.  With women joining the labour market, this age-old 
division has gradually begun to disappear, while society itself is simultaneously being restructured.  This need to 
work ought not to encroach on the time that men and women should be devoting to their children and family.  Given 
that the dysfunctions that are taking place abound everywhere, measures aimed at achieving the longed for balance 
between work and family life are necessary.  We advocate a family policy, initiated in the 1990s, where citizens can 
stop  depending  on  the  labour  market  in  certain  phases  of  their  lives,  so  that  parents  have  the  time  to  devote  
themselves intensively to looking after their children, especially during their infancy, which is when children most 
need their parents.
2. Family and Pre-primary education 
Any researcher who looks in any depth at the present state of affairs in Infant Education in the European Union 
will immediately notice the great diversity of situations in existence.  In addition to the complexity of the social, 
geographical and cultural pictures, one must consider the particular idiosyncrasies of each of the peoples making up 
the political space, and forming a miscellaneous conglomerate.  Despite this, we have observed that in a number of 
areas, including education, a certain process of convergence has been taking place.  In this particular field, what is 
becoming increasingly obvious is the growing harmonization of end objectives, necessary competences and so on 
that derive in large part from proposals defined by the European Union’s educational policy which, without being 
binding, are gradually being taken into account by the member states and being absorbed into legislation at a 
national level (Valle: 2006).  To these two characteristics of diversity and convergence, which make the situation of 
Infant Education in the European Union even more complex—if that is possible—should be added a third variable.  
We are referring to the growing importance that this educational level is acquiring.  Using the comparative method 
(García: 1996 and Ferrer: 2002), we have concluded that every country within the EU is still adopting its own 
decisions and has a different system of pre-school education: 
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Table 1 Pre-school education in the EU





AUSTRIA KINDERGARTEN 3 – 6 3 – 6 
BELGIUM (FRENCH) ENSEIGNEMENT MATERNEL 2.5 – 6 2.5 – 6 
BELGIUM (GERMAN) KINDERGARTEN 3 – 6 3 – 6 
BELGIUM (FLEMISH) KLEUTERONDERWIJS  2.5 – 6 2.5 – 6 
BULGARIA DETSKA GRADINA 3 – 7 3 – 7 
CZECH REPUBLIC MATERSKÁ ŠKOLA  3 – 6 3 – 6 
CYPRUS NIPIAGOGEIO  3 – 5.8 3 – 5.8 
DENMARK VUGGESTUER-BØRNEHAVER-FOLKESKOLE  2 – 7 0.5 – 6 
ESTONIA LASTEAED / PÕHIKOOL  3 – 7 1 – 7 
FINLAND YRKESUTBILDNINGPÄIVÄKOTI – DAGHEM 3 – 7 0.5 – 6 6 – 7 
FRANCE ÉCOLES MATERNELLES 2 – 6 2 – 6 
GERMANY KINDERGARTEN 3 – 7 3 – 6 5 – 7 
GREECE PAIDIKOS STATHMOS 2.5 – 6 2.5 – 5 4 – 6 
HUNGARY BÓLCSODE  / ÓVODA  3 – 6 0.5 – 3 3 – 6 
ITALY NIPIAGOGEIO  3 – 6 3 – 6 
IRELAND EARLY YEARS EDUCATION-PRIMARY SCHOOL 3 – 6 3 – 4 
LATVIA IESTADEPIRMSSKOLAS IZGLITIBAS IESTADE  1 – 7 1 – 7 
LITHUANIA LOPŠELIS-DARŽELIS  3 – 7 1 – 7 
LUXEMBOURG ENSEIGNEMENT FONDAMENTAL  3 – 6 3 – 6 
MALTA KINDERGARTEN-PRIMARY SCHOOL 1 – 6 1 – 3 3 – 5 
NETHERLANDS BASISONDERWIJS  4 – 6 
POLAND PRZEDSZKOLE  3 – 7 3 – 7 
PORTUGAL JARDIM DE INFÂNCIA 3 – 6 3 – 6 3 – 6 
ROMANIA GRADINI_A  3 – 6 3 – 6 
SLOVAKIA MATERSKÁ ŠKOLA  3 – 6 3 – 6 
SLOVENIA VRTCI OSNOVNE ŠOLE  3 – 6 1 – 6 
SPAIN EDUCACIÓN INFANTIL 0 – 6 0 – 6 
SWEDEN FÖRSKOLA–FÖRSKOLE-KLASS  3 – 7 1 – 7 
UK–ENGLAND NURSERY-PRIMARY SCHOOL 3 – 5 3 – 5 
UK–NORTHERN IRELAND NURSERY-PRIMARY SCHOOL 2 – 4 2 – 4 
UK–SCOTLAND PRE–SCHOOL 3 – 5 3 – 5 3 – 5 
UK–WALES NURSERY-PRIMARY SCHOOL 3 – 6 3 – 7 
(a) International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED– UOE, 1997 edition): Pre-primary education is defined as the initial stage of 
organised instruction. It is school or centre-based and is designed for children aged at least 3 years. 
(b) Pre-primary education: for which the Ministry of Education is not responsible 
(c) Pre-primary school: for which the Ministry of Education is responsible 
Own table. Source: European Commission: 2010. 
Pre-schools transmit a cultural system with a particular hierarchy of values and standards of behaviour, and these 
may not coincide with those that their parents desire.  Society pressurizes parents to “park” their children in nursery 
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schools during the working day, but to what extent should an “all powerful” state encroach on the educational space 
of the family, by taking over more and more areas of education that were traditionally the preserve of the family? 
Without rejecting a single one of the contributions made by thinkers of the stature of Aristotle, Quintilian, 
Comenius, Froebel and Montessori, we should point out that these were not the ones that helped drive the marked 
development of Infant Education in Europe at the end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th; it was the 
specific socioeconomic climate of our continent that brought about a rise in the centres of Infant Education in 
Western Europe. The exodus from the countryside to the major cities—where men and women laboured in the 
crowded conditions of the factories and often from dawn to dusk—meant that there were large numbers of neglected 
girls and boys.  With the evident objective of taking care of these little ones, societies of either a philanthropic or 
religious character created different centres for Infant Education. 
When women joined the world of work en masse, driven by the needs and desires of capitalist society that 
currently prevails, there was a spectacular increase in the demand for educational centres to cater for small children. 
The functions traditionally assigned to Infant Education are maintained even today in one form or another.  A health 
function remains evident, for example, through the early detection of anomalies carried out in these schools, and 
even in some countries, such as France, Spain, Portugal and Italy, it is specifically reflected in their respective 
educational legislations.  The educational function is stronger than ever, concentrating on transmitting knowledge 
and building the child’s personality.  The social function revolves around overcoming the natural egocentrism of the 
small child through an appropriate process of socialization, without neglecting other effects, such as achieving 
greater equality of opportunities for children, in particular the least privileged; countries such as Italy and Portugal 
have established this among their objectives.  One social feature, which may initially appear quite remote from the 
educational function, without it being so, is that of the custody of children.  The mother and the father go out to 
work and, given the absence of other family members at home, as is the case in patriarchal families, they opt for a 
school where their children can be properly looked after.  Public Administrations offer families different kinds of 
assistance and facilities to encourage them to have children, making it possible for the mother and the father to make 
their respective work and family situations compatible.  Among the multiple incentives that European states offer 
families, there are economic benefits as well as leave of absence from work: 
Table 2. Direct aid per child (€)
Country 1 child 2 children  3 children 4 children Income threshold 
Germany 154 154 154 179 Universal 
Spain 24 24 24 24 11,000 €/year 
France 100 139 217 238 Universal 
Greece 8 25 55 64 Universal 
Luxemburg 216 255 362 392 Universal 
United Kingdom  101 169 169 169 Universal 
Sweden  116 127 155 211 Universal 
The table below provides a comparative overview of present leave allowances, as well as the paid remuneration 
criteria.  The number of weeks’ leave is used as the temporal unit of measurement and includes the overall total of 
the duration of leave of absence, and this presents a comparative global view across countries to make it easy to see 
how diverse the criteria employed are. 
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Table 3. Duration of leave (in weeks) and remuneration criteria
Country Maternity Remuneration  Paternity Remuneration  Parental Remuneration 
Germany  14 100% - - 56(a) 67%
Belgium 15 80% 1.4 80% 24(b) 685€/month 
Denmark 18 100% 2 100% 32 100%
Spain  16(h) 100% 2 100% 32 0
France 16 100% 2 100% 128 530€/month 
Holland 16 100% 0.3 100% 13 650€/month 
Iceland 12 80% 12 80% 12 80%
Norway 9 100% 6 100% 39(c) 80%
Portugal 17 100% 0.7 100% 24(d) 0
United Kingdom  26 90%(e) 2 165€/week 26(f) 0
Sweden 8.6 100% 10 100% 51.4(g) 80%
(a) 8 weeks (2 months) of which correspond to each parent. 
(b) 12 weeks (3 months) of which correspond to each parent. 
(c) Possibility of 39 months leave on 80% pay, or less time but at a better rate: 29 weeks on 100%. 
(d) 12 weeks (3 months) of which correspond to each parent (non-transferable part). 
(e) The first 6 weeks are paid at 90% and the remainder, up to 20 weeks, at a fixed rate of approx. 156€. 
(f) 13 weeks of which correspond to each parent. 
(g) 50% corresponds to each parent, of which 8.6 weeks are non-transferable between the parents.  
(h) In practice, this can be increased by between 2 and 4 weeks additional leave for nursing mothers.  
Taken from de Castro, C. and Pazos, M: 2009, 194. 
We cannot ignore the fact that, despite the efforts being made to ensure the complete participation of women in 
the world of work, it is nonetheless true that there are certain circumstances that discourage married women from 
going out to work. Among them, the joint taxation of couples in countries such as Germany and Spain, which gives 
rise to high tax rates being paid on the woman’s income (Pazos: 2005 y 2006; Villota: 2004; y Gustafsson: 2006). 
Practically every school system of the member countries of the European Union is extending its field of action, 
by throwing open secondary education to increasingly older pupils and also by lowering the age of admission to 
infant education.  By and large, it can be stated that this effort being put into infant education is founded on 
considering  it  a  part  of  the  school  system and so  making it  free.   In  countries  such as  Belgium,  France  and Italy  
almost 100% of three-year-olds are in school. In others, such as Spain, there are significant regional differences. 
But, beware, these data should not make us think that it is the most developed countries or those with the highest per 
capita income that are providing schooling at the earliest age for their children; in fact, what carries the greatest 
weight is a country’s culture.  An illustrative example is Finland, where only 30% of their four-year-olds attend 
centres of this type. 
At  this  point,  it  would  no  doubt  be  of  great  interest  to  emphasise  three  important  plans  of  action.   We  are  
referring to the increasingly obvious provisions designed to better coordinate infant and primary education, the 
incipient efforts being made to improve teacher training, and the measures adopted from a variety of areas with the 
aim of providing suitable care for boys and girls who have not yet reached the age of three. 
While bearing in mind that, in all the countries studied, infant education is aiming for the integral development of 
the boys’ and girls’ personalities, the vision that each country has with regard to this function varies considerably. 
Whereas in Germany, Holland, Ireland, Denmark and Sweden it  is thought that this ought to be a complement to 
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education carried out within the family, in Belgium, France, Greece, Italy and Luxembourg it is considered to be 
more  of  a  preparation  for  primary  school,  in  other  words,  an  essentially  pre-school  education.  In  other  countries,  
such as Spain and Portugal, legislative measures lay stress on its function as a complement to family life, although 
we should add that in day-to-day practice the wishes of the legislator still have not produced anything concrete. 
Children are increasingly entering compulsory schooling at an earlier age.  In Luxembourg and Northern Ireland, 
children start compulsory education at the age of four; in Cyprus once they have reached four and a half; while in 
Greece, Holland, Hungary, England, Scotland, Latvia, Malta and Wales, it is at the age of five (European 
Commission: 2010).  This growing tendency is raising certain doubts in some parents’ minds. Specifically, in 
Denmark for some decades now it has been noted that parents, particularly mothers, have had increasingly 
ambivalent feelings about the time they devote to work as opposed to the bringing up their children (Dybbroe: 1998, 
79).  So, it is not merely anecdotal that in spite of the fact that Infant Education begins at five years old, compulsory 
schooling  does  not  start  until  seven.  However,  it  has  to  be  said  that  in  most  countries  in  the  European  Union,  
compulsory schooling begins at the age of six.  And in some cases, such as Bulgaria, Estonia, Finland, Lithuania and 
Sweden it does not begin until the age of seven (European Commission: 2010). 
To finish, I should like to draw attention to the very important educational role played by centres of Infant 
Education, even if many people use them basically as nurseries, somewhere their children can be left safely. 
The present tendency, aimed at allowing the Infant Education centres to take over functions that were in the past 
the exclusive preserve of the family means that these centres undertake an extremely delicate task, which too often 
replaces the family—basically the parents—in an unsatisfactory fashion.  If, besides, we take into account that the 
youngsters attending these centres find themselves immersed in a cultural system from which a series of values and 
ways of thinking emanate and which may not necessarily coincide with their parents’ convictions, we will conclude 
by alerting them to the possible dangers that delegating part of their educational functions entails.  There is an 
overriding need to combine the maternal/paternal educational function with the parents’ work, by clearly delimiting 
both the family’s and the educational centre’s responsibilities, and by making the parents’ work timetable 
compatible with their children’s school time, while simultaneously broadening and improving the existing 
relationship between the family and the school. 
Traditional bonds such as family, social group and religion are weakening. There is a trend to individualization 
of values and an atomization of culture - a focus on the individual and the consumer rather than on society as a 
whole, and new issues of tolerance and respect for others. At the same time, new forms of solidarity are emerging, 
including through new leisure and cultural activities. Commission of European Communities. Communication From 
The Commission To The European Parliament, The Council, The European Economic And Social Committee And 
The Committee Of The Regions. Opportunities, access and solidarity: towards a new social vision for 21st century 
Europe, COM (2007) 726 final, Brussels, 20.11.2007, page 6. 
The bonds between parents and children are growing stronger.  Parental and working roles must be made 
compatible and the boundary of educational responsibilities between family and school should be clearly defined.  
We wish to stress that, together with an equitable division of domestic responsibilities, a different organization of 
schedules in which flexibility prevails and where the different areas of life are taken into account, will, without the 
shadow of a doubt, result in a considerable improvement in children’s care, attention and education.  We advocate a 
social system where the necessary conditions are provided for mothers and fathers to make choices about the 
education of their children freely and they should be the ones who, as a priority, undertake the main task of bringing 
up their children. 
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